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FOREWORD 



Gustav Holscher’s Geschichte der israelitischen und judischen 
Religion , published as part of the “Samrnlung Topelmann” series 
in 1922, has long been out of print. Friedrich Horst had expressed 
his willingness to undertake a revision of Holscher's work, but he 
died before he was able to set about the task. Johannes Hempel, who 
began the revision, was able to complete only a small portion of the 
planned work before his death. Finally, despite many other plans 
and obligations, I undertook the job, so that a new presentation of 
the history of Israelite religion, which has long been needed, could 
be published in the “de Gruyter Lehrbuch” series without further 
delay. I have limited myself, however, to bringing the presentation 
down to the period portrayed by the latest books of the Old Testa- 
ment. Its continuation, in the form of a history of the Jewish reli- 
gion, has been taken over by J. Maier. I do hope, however, that I 
shall be able to publish a theology of the Old Testament within a 
few years of this history of Israelite religion. 

In order to keep the size of this book within reasonable limits, 

I have had to treat many questions quite briefly. The reader will 
find further material in the literature cited, including lexicon and 
encyclopedia articles; the bibliographies have been made as extensive 
as possible. In addition, the discussion in §§ 14, 15, and 17 in particu- 
lar holds true generally for the late period of Israelite religion, too. 
Since the topics are dealt with in toto in these paragraphs, references 
from the exilic and post-exilic periods are frequently given. 

I should like to express my gratitude first of all to Frau Hilclegard 
Hiersemann for her indefatigable patience in producing the manu- 
script. I am also grateful to my assistants for their willing help, espe- 
cially to Vicar Flans Werner Hoffman, who reviewed the manuscript 
in detail, helped correct the galleys, and planned and supervised the 
indexing, and to Dr. Gunther Wanke, who helped read the page 
proofs and furnished much other valuable assistance, and finally to 
Ulrike Engert, stud, theol., who produced the indexes. They all 
contributed significantly to the prompt and accurate publication 
of this book. 



Erlangen, December 1967. 



Georg Fohrer 
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1. The study of Israelite religion. 1 a) Historical study of Israelite 
religion began in the age of the Enlightenment and rationalism. It 
was then common practice to contrast reason and revelation, eternal 
truths of reason and chance truths of history, and to seek to demon- 

1 This section follows Eissfeldt's presentation in ZMR; cf. also RGG, I, 1256-57. 
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strate that Christianity was the ideal of a rational religion and high 
morality. This raised the problem of what criterion to use in dis- 
tinguishing and delimiting the biblical material itself; it also made 
it necessary to explain the resultant features of biblical religion 
that clashed with this ideal. The criterion employed was comparison 
with other religions, in which the reason of the “Persian sage” might 
well anticipate revelation (Lessing) , and which were discovered to 
have myth as their common starting point. Discordant features were 
explained as necessary accommodations to the limited concepts of the 
surrounding world (J. S. Semler, Abhandlung von freier Unter- 
suchung des Canon, 1771-75) or as due to the influence of neighbor- 
ing religions, which represented a lower stage of development (G. L. 
Bauer, Hebraische Mythologie des Alten und Neuen Testaments, 
1802; G. P. C. Kaiser, Biblische Theologie, 1813-14). 

Of course the goal of recovering from the Bible the pure religion 
of reason was based as completely on dogmatic considerations as was 
the equation of ecclesiastical doctrine with biblical theology on the 
part of the supranaturalism against which rationalism was contend- 
ing. But it paved the way for a historical understanding of biblical 
religion by calling attention to the differences within the religion of 
the Bible, with its diverse religious conceptions and manifestations, 
as v/ell as the differences between this religion and the dominant 
teaching and practice of Christianity. This produced a demand that 
the historical approach to the Bible be separated from the approach 
of dogmatic theology, as voiced in 1787 by J. P. Gabler in his address 
on the “real difference between biblical and dogmatic theology and 
the correct determination of the limits of these two disciplines.” It 
also produced a demand that the religion of the Bible be seen within 
the framework of the total development of the religion of mankind. 
These demands resulted in many observations concerning the 
gradual development of biblical religion as well as the influences 
exerted on it by neighboring religions. 

b) The next step was taken by J. G. Herder. 2 Pie applied his 
concept of a national spirit lying behind all literary creativity to 
Hebrew poetry, thus comprehending its nature better than anyone 
had before. Pie also could appreciate the specific manifestations of 
religion, instead of glossing over them or spiritualizing them. Above 
all, he sought to represent the development of universal history, thus 
doing justice to its individual stages ( Ideen zur Philosophic der 



2 M. Doerne, Die Religion in Herders Geschichtsphilosophie, 1927. 
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Geschichtc der Menschheit, 1784-91) . The growth of religion also 
had to be studied in this context. 

The notion of development, which had long been discussed, 
was lent added profundity by G. F. W. Hegel, and came to affect the 
study of biblical religion. This approach, however, ran the danger 
of being forced into the mold of a speculative philosophy of history 
and the schema of a logical course of development. These strictures 
apply particularly to W. Vatke’s interpretation of how Israel’s reli- 
gion developed ( Die Religion des Alten Testaments, 1835) . 3 Accord- 
ing to Vatke, this development was essentially a process of immanent 
growth; he paid much less attention to the influence of neighboring 
religions. Vatke’s work also marked the first time the religion of the 
Bible was divided into two periods: the Old Testament period, or 
the period of Israelite religion and Judaism; and the New Testament 
period, or the period of the Christian religion. Practical reasons 
apparently underlay this division: “the attempt to base the presenta- 
tion completely in the sources, and the impossibility of fulfilling this 
requirement for both epochs” (Eissfeldt) . 

c) The following decades were marked by the achievements of 
historical-critical studies, operating primarily in the field of literary 
criticism. This approach — notwithstanding the pioneering contribu- 
tions of Kuenen* 4 and K. H. Graf — is associated with the name of 
Wellhausen,* who was followed by F. Bleek, Stade,* W. Robertson 
Smith, Smend,* C. Steuernagel, and others. This circle produced 
presentations of the history of Israelite religion characterized by the 
application of discoveries made by literary criticism to the history of 
religion, as well as the employment of all the methods used by secular 
historical scholarship. As a consequence, scholars began to speak of 
a history of Israelite religion (a term first used by Smend* in 1893) . 
The influence of neighboring religions was not taken sufficiently into 
account; it was considered only in terms of the original relationship 
of the Israelites to other Semitic peoples, or the development of an 
Israeli te-Canaanite syncretism following the Israelite occupation of 
Palestine. This is the more remarkable because there was no lack of 
studies of neighboring religions, some of them even written by repre- 
sentatives of the historical-critical school. 

For the history of Israelite religion, studies of two other religions 
were especially significant: pre-Islamic Arabian religion, which was 

8 L. Perlitt, Vatke und Wellhausen , 1965. 

4 O. Eissfeldt, “Zwei Lcidcner Darstellungen der israelitischcn Religionsge- 
schichte (A. Kuenen und B. D. Eerdmans) ZDMG, LXXXV (1931) , 172-95. 
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thought very near to the religion of the ancient Semites, and there- 
fore to the pre-Mosaic religion of Israel (Wellhausen and, on a 
broader basis, Robertson Smith) ; and Canaanite-Phoenician religion, 
which the Israelites came upon when they occupied Palestine and 
which influenced their religion (W. W. Graf Baudissin 5 ) . 

d) Toward the end of the 1880s, the religio-historical school came 
into being; 0 it was of immense significance for further study of 
Israelite religion. Its most important representatives in the Old 
Testament field were H. Gunkel and H. Gressmann; for the later 
period, the name of W. Bousset also deserves mention. This school 
was not directly associated with rationalism and romanticism, but 
there was a parallelism in the problems they studied, occasioned by 
the historical inquiry that was being carried on everywhere. The 
school was, however, influenced by Herder's philosophy of history 
and his appreciation for the spiritual and intellectual life of nations 
and individuals, visible in their myths and literature. In like fashion, 
not only Wellhausen but also B. Duhm and A. Plarnack, and to an 
extent P. de Lagarde also, popularized the efforts of the religio- 
historical scholars who preceded them. Finally, the religio-historical 
school flourished in a period when there was a general increase in 
religio-historical investigation. 

The religio-historical school drew a clear distinction between the 
perspective of history and that of dogma, attacking the confusion 
between them on the part of A. Ritschl. Its purpose was to subject 
Israelite religion, Judaism, and Christianity to strictly historical 
study, carried out not for theological reasons (e.g., in order to arrive 
at a “rational religion") , but purely for its own sake, with a histori- 
cal synthesis as the goal. The religion of Israel was seen in its rela- 
tionship to the religions of the surrounding world, particularly 
Mesopotamia and Egypt; Israelite religion itself was understood as 
a piece of “history," a process taking place according to the “laws" 
of intellectual, spiritual, and social life, within which its transform- 
ing power was appreciated despite all dependence on pre-existing- 
forms. 

The achievement of these goals was aided by an expanded method- 
ology. The religio-historical school took for granted the accepted 
results of literary criticism around 1880. But it distinguished the 
age of an idea sharply from its first appearance in writing: the latter 

B O. Eissfeldt, “Vom Lebenswerk eines Religionshistorikers,” ZDMG, LXXX 
(1926), 89-130 (- his Kltine Schriftcn , I [1962], 115-42). 

® RGG, V, 991-94. 



